
2018 ADDENDUM  

TO THE  

2009 CITY OF BIG RAPIDS, 

MICHIGAN 

MASTER PLAN 

ADOPTED JANUARY 15, 2018 

CITY OF BIG RAPIDS PLANNING COMMISSION 



CITY OF BIG RAPIDS PLANNING COMMISSION RESOLUTION  

 

 

 A RESOLUTION TO ADOPT THE 2018 ADDENDUM TO THE 2009 CITY OF 

BIG RAPIDS, MICHIGAN MASTER PLAN  

 

  The following resolution was offered by Member ____, and supported by 

Member____: 

 

  WHEREAS, the City of Big Rapids Planning Commission initiated a 

process to update the City of Big Rapids Master Plan by notifying Mecosta County and 

the adjacent Townships of Big Rapids and Green at the beginning of the planning 

process; and  

 

  WHEREAS, public participation was sought and obtained by the City of 

Big Rapids Planning Commission to assist in identifying the preferred vision of the City 

of Big Rapids through the use of a public hearing; and   

 

  WHEREAS, information in the form of text, tables, and maps was 

prepared for inclusion in the 2018 Addendum to the 2009 City of Big Rapids, Michigan 

Master Plan; and  

 

  WHEREAS, the City of Big Rapids has provided an appropriate review 

period required by Michigan Public Act 33 of 2008 to its residents, Mecosta County, and 

the adjacent Townships of Big Rapids and Green and held a public hearing regarding the 

adoption of the Master Plan on January 17, 2018;  

 

  THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED that the City of Big Rapids Planning 

Commission  hereby formally adopts the 2018 Addendum to the 2009 City of Big 

Rapids, Michigan Master Plan, its narrative, maps, tables, and other descriptive data as 

its guide for growth and improvement for the City of Big Rapids 

     

AYES:_____________________________ 

 

  NAYS:_____________________________ 

 

The Chairman and the Secretary of the Planning Commission hereby certify that the 

above Resolution, which applies to the following document, was duly adopted at a public 

meeting of the City of Big Rapids Plan Board conducted on January 17, 2018. 

 

 

___________________________________                   

                                  , Planning Commission Chair    

 

____________________________________ 

                                 , Planning Commission Secretary 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The City of Big Rapids Planning Commission and the City’s Neighborhood Services 

Department worked with the West Michigan Regional Planning Commission to develop 

the 2018 Addendum to the 2009 City of Big Rapids, Michigan Master Plan.  The 

Planning Commission reviewed the Master Plan and felt that the majority of its content 

was still effective, but wanted to address land use changes that occurred along the 

Muskegon River related to an older industrial area.  Also, the 2010 Census was 

performed since the 2009 Plan’s adoption, so newer demographic information is included 

for review (both 2010 Census data and information from the American Community 

Survey) – this information influenced the trend-based projections as well.  Finally, the 

goals and actions were reviewed and changes addressed during this process.   
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DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE 

 

Population Trends 

 

Between 1980 and 2010 the City of Big Rapids’ population decreased from a peak of 

14,361 to 10,601 in 2010.  This decrease of 3,760 people is a 26.2 percent decrease.  One 

reason for the decrease relates to a detachment that occurred between the City of Big 

Rapids and Big Rapids Township.  Part of the Township was annexed, which increased 

the population, but then reversed during a detachment.  Additionally, the student 

population of Ferris State University fluctuates from year to year, which makes the 

numbers fluctuate, but does not influence the City as much as if the University was not 

present.    

 

Big Rapids Township’s population increased from 2,471 in 1980 to 4,208 in 2010.  This 

represents an increase of 1,737 people and a percentage change of 70.3 percent.  Green 

Township’s population increased from 2,847 in 1980 to 3,292 in 2010, which is an 

increase of 15.6 percent.  Mecosta County’s population increased during the 30-year 

period by 15.8 percent to reach 42,798 in 2010.  During the same 30-year period 

Michigan grew by 6.7 percent to reach 9,883,640 people. 

 

Table 2:  Population Trends  
Location 1980 1990 2000 2010 1980-2010 Change 

# % 

City of Big Rapids 14,361 12,603 10,849 10,601 (3,760) -26.2 

Big Rapids Township 2,471 3,100 3,249 4,208 1,737 70.3 

Green Township 2,847 2,833 3,209 3,292 445 15.6 

Mecosta County 36,961 37,308 40,553 42,798 5,837 15.8 

Michigan 9,262,078 9,295,277 9,938,444 9,883,640 621,562 6.7 

Source:  U.S. Census of Population 

 

Age and Gender Distribution 

 

Table 3 shows that the age distribution in Big Rapids is different than the comparison 

areas in several ways.  The City’s median age of 21.8 is considerably lower than any of 

the comparison areas (Michigan’s is 38.9).  This is due to the high concentration of 

college-age students attending Ferris State University.  People between the ages of 18 and 

24 made up 54.0 percent of the population in 2010, compared to 10.0 percent of 

Michigan’s population.  Due to the extremely high proportion of college-age residents, all 

of the other age categories are lower than the comparison areas.    

 

Typically communities have a higher proportion of females due to the fact that they live 

several years longer than males.  This trend is reversed in the City of Big Rapids and the 

County not due to life expectancy, but due to Ferris State University’s programs 

attracting more males than females. 
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Table 3:  Age and Gender Distribution in 2010 
 Big Rapids City Big Rapids Twp. Green Township Mecosta County Mich-

igan 

# % # % # % # % % 

Under 5 459 4.3 199 4.7 189 5.7 2,228 5.2 6.0 

5-17 869 8.2 569 13.5 554 16.8 6,318 14.8 17.7 

18-24 5,722 54.0 1,210 28.8 294 8.9 8,950 20.9 10.0 

25-34 1,146 10.8 361 8.6 363 11.0 4,263 10.0 11.8 

35-44 540 5.1 361 8.6 369 11.2 4,072 9.5 12.9 

45-54 613 5.8 507 12.0 566 17.2 5,218 12.2 15.2 

55-64 568 5.4 463 11.0 432 13.1 5,172 12.1 12.7 

65-84 552 5.2 444 10.6 475 14.4 5,883 13.7 11.8 

85 and over 132 1.2 94 2.2 50 1.5 694 1.6 1.9 

Median Age 21.8 --- 27.6 --- 42.0 --- 34.0 --- 38.9 

Male 5,409 51.0 2,082 49.5 1,625 49.4 21,487 50.2 49.1 

Female 5,192 49.0 2,126 50.5 1,667 50.6 21,311 49.8 50.9 

Total  10,601 100.0 4,208 100.0 3,292 100.0 42,798 100.0 100.0 

Source:  U.S. Census of Population 

 

Household Distribution 

 

Of the City of Big Rapids’ 3,330 households, 1,323 were considered family households 

in 2010.  This figure represents 39.7 percent of the City’s households, which is much 

lower than Michigan’s figure of 66.0 percent.  The City has a much lower percentage of 

family households (due to off-campus housing) and the County has a slightly lower 

percentage (63.2 percent) than Michigan.  Married couples account for a much lower 

percentage in the City than the comparison areas.  Single-parent households in Big 

Rapids account for a similar percentage as Michigan, but higher than the County and 

townships.  Table 4 shows that the City of Big Rapids has a much higher proportion of 

householders living alone.  The City’s figure of 2.2 persons per household is lower than 

any of the comparison areas.  Group quarters are not counted as households, and there 

were 3,222 Big Rapids residents in group quarters in 2010.  

 

Table 4: Household Distribution in 2010 
 Total 

House-

holds 

Family Households Non-Family Households Per-

sons 

Per 

House-

hold 

Persons in 

Group 

Quarters 
Total Marr-

ied 

Couple 

Female 

House-

holder, 

no 

spouse 

Male 

House-

holder, 

no 

spouse 

Total House-

holder 

living 

alone 

House-

holder 

65+ 

living 

alone 

City of Big 

Rapids 

3,330 1,323 762 422 139 2,007 1,217 326 2.2 3,222 

(%) 100.0 39.7 22.9 12.7 4.2 60.3 36.5 9.8 --- --- 

Big Rapids 

Township 

1,577 909 712 138 59 668 316 103 2.6 80 

(%) 100.0 57.6 45.1 8.8 3.7 42.4 20.0 6.5 --- --- 

Green 

Township 

1,331 920 740 120 60 411 326 125 2.5 14 

(%) 100.0 69.1 55.6 9.0 4.5 30.9 24.5 9.4 --- --- 

Mecosta 

County 

16,101 10,182 7,905 1,548 729 5,919 4,158 1,616 2.4 3,375 

(%) 100.0 63.2 49.1 9.6 4.5 36.8 25.8 10.0 --- --- 

Michigan 

(%) 

100.0 66.0 48.0 13.2 4.8 34.0 27.9 10.2 2.5 --- 

Source:  U.S. Census of Population 
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Employment 

 

Between 2012 and 2017 the County experienced a fairly stable labor force, but 

maintained an unemployment rate that was slightly higher than Michigan’s rate and 

considerably higher than the national unemployment rate (Table 5).  The County’s labor 

force fluctuated between a low of 18,873 in 2012 to a high of 19,452 in 2016.  Mecosta 

County’s unemployment rate ranged from a high of 10.2 percent in 2012 to a low of 5.1 

percent in 2016.    

 

Table 5:  Employment Trends 
 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

Mecosta County 

  Labor Force 18,873 18,859 19,269 19,305 19,452 

  Employment 16,957 16,964 17,743 18,173 18,469 

  Unemployment 1,916 1,895 1,526 1,132 983 

  Unemployment Rate 10.2 10.0 7.9 5.9 5.1 

Michigan 

  Unemployment Rate 9.1 8.8 7.3 5.4 4.8 

United States 

  Unemployment Rate  8.1 7.4 6.2 5.3 4.9 

Source:  Michigan Department of Career Development, Labor Market Information 

 

Employment Distribution 

 

Table 6 shows that Ferris State University’s location heavily influences the employment 

distribution in the City of Big Rapids and to a large extent the surrounding townships as 

well.  According to the American Community Survey, 37.6 percent of the City’s labor 

force was employed in the “Education, Health and Social Services” category – which is 

considerably higher than Michigan’s figure of 23.9 percent.  Both townships also had a 

higher percentage of people employed in education than the State of Michigan.  The City 

also has a higher proportion (16.1 percent) of people employed in the “Arts, 

entertainment, recreation, accommodation and food services” category – as did both 

townships.  Retail Trade is also higher than the average (16.7 percent) in the City of Big 

Rapids.  These large peaks tend to make it appear that the area lacks in other forms of 

employment – with a smaller percentage of typical employment categories such as 

manufacturing, wholesale, finance, and professional.    Also, it should be noted that these 

numbers reflect where people living in each area are employed – not the location of the 

jobs.     

 

Education 

 

Table 7 shows the education attainment levels for Big Rapids and comparison areas for 

residents (over 25 years of age).  The City and townships have a lower proportion of 

residents with no high school diploma than Mecosta County or Michigan.  The City and 

Big Rapids Township have a higher percentage of residents with high school diplomas 

than the other comparison areas.  The City has the highest percentage of residents with 

some college (due to the large number of students in pursuit of a college degree).  The 
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City and townships have a higher percentage of residents with Associate’s degrees.  Big 

Rapids City and Township have a higher percentage of people with Bachelor’s degrees 

and Graduate or Professional degrees.  This information is from the 2000 Census and was 

not included in the 2010 Census or the American Community Survey. 

 

Table 6:  Employment Distribution – 2015 5-Year Average  
 City of Big 

Rapids 

Big Rapids 

Township 

Green Township Mecosta County Mich-

igan 

# % # % # % # % % 

Civilian Labor 

Force 16 and 

Over 

4,362 100.0 2,179 100.0 1,481 100.0 17,639 100.0 100.0 

Agriculture, for-

estry, fishing & 

hunting, and 

mining 

26 0.6 50 2.3 10 0.7 477 2.7 1.3 

Construction 54 1.2 118 5.4 100 7.1 988 5.6 4.8 

Manufacturing  445 10.2 300 13.8 225 15.9 2,878 16.3 17.8 

Wholesale Trade 39 0.9 45 2.1 22 1.6 252 1.4 2.4 

Retail Trade 728 16.7 241 11.1 130 9.2 2,139 12.1 11.4 

Transportation 

& warehousing, 

and utilities 

57 1.3 47 2.2 48 3.4 719 4.1 4.2 

Information 88 2.0 32 1.5 8 0.6 253 1.4 1.6 

Finance, insur-

ance, real estate, 

& rental leasing 

190 4.4 116 5.3 59 4.2 700 4.0 5.4 

Professional, 

scientific, man-

agement, admin-

istrative, and 

waste manage-

ment services 

130 3.0 115 5.3 116 8.2 891 5.1 9.3 

Education, 

health and social 

services 

1,642 37.6 698 32.0 423 29.8 5,071 28.7 23.9 

Arts, entertain-

ment, recreation, 

accommodation 

& food services 

701 16.1 300 13.8 211 14.9 2,036 11.5 9.5 

Other services 

(except public 

administration) 

152 3.5 29 1.3 59 4.2 724 4.1 4.7 

Public 

Administration 

110 2.5 88 4.0 70 4.9 511 2.9 3.6 

Source:  American Community Survey 
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Table 7:  Education Attainment – 2015 5-Year Average  
 Total 

Population 

25 and over 

No High 

School 

Diploma 

High 

School 

Diploma 

Some 

College, No 

Degree 

Associate’s 

Degree 

Bachelor’s 

Degree 

Graduate or 

Professional 

Degree 

City of 

Big 

Rapids 

4,057 471 886 980 412 717 591 

(%) 100.0 11.6 21.8 24.2 10.2 17.7 14.6 

Big 

Rapids 

Township 

2,597 150 762 468 218 566 433 

(%) 100.0 5.8 29.3 18.0 8.4 21.8 16.7 

Green 

Township 

2,078 163 716 518 218 314 149 

(%) 100.0 7.8 34.5 24.9 10.5 15.1 7.2 

Mecosta 

County 

26,471 2,819 9,114 6,035 2,494 3,603 2,406 

(%) 100.0 10.6 34.4 22.8 9.4 13.6 9.1 

Michigan 

(%) 

100.0 10.4 29.9 23.8 8.9 16.5 10.5 

Source:  American Community Survey 

 

Income and Poverty 

 

Table 8 shows that the Median Household income levels in Big Rapids ($24,956) were 

considerably lower than the comparison areas.  Similarly the per-capita incomes show the 

same relationships.  The percentages of people below the poverty level in the City were 

also higher than any of the comparison areas.  As with all of the other population 

characteristics, the City’s student population (Ferris State University) influences these 

numbers.  

 

Table 8:  Income and Poverty 2015 American Community Survey 5-Year Average 

 Median Household 

Income 

Per Capita Income % of Population 

Below Poverty Level 

City of Big Rapids $24,956  $13,688  42.8 

Big Rapids Township $44,033  $22,761  29.9 

Green Township $45,846 $25,040 13.5 

Mecosta County $41,889  $20,350  23.1 

Michigan $49,576  $26,607  16.7 

Source:  American Community Survey 

 

Housing Tenure 

 

Big Rapids’ housing tenure (Table 9) is very different than the comparison areas’ housing 

tenures.  Nearly 92 percent of the City’s housing units were occupied in 2010, which is 

higher than any of the comparison areas except Big Rapids Township.  Just over 34 percent 

of the City’s housing units were owner-occupied in 2010, which is a much lower percentage 

than any of the comparison areas.  Conversely, nearly 66 percent of the City’s housing units 

were considered renter-occupied in 2010 – a much higher percentage than any of the 
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comparison areas.  The percentage of vacant units in the City was 8.1 percent, which was 

higher than Big Rapids Township, but lower than the other comparison areas.      

 

Table 9:  Housing Tenure in 2010  
 City of Big Rapids Big Rapids Twp. Green Township Mecosta County Michigan 

# % # % # % # % % 

Total Housing 

Units 

3,623 100.0 1,678 100.0 1,549 100.0 21,131 100.0 100.0 

Occupied 3,330 91.9 1,577 94.0 1,331 85.9 16,101 76.2 85.4 

Owner Occupied 1,136 34.1 981 62.2 1,094 82.2 11,536 71.6 72.1 

Renter Occupied 2,194 65.9 596 37.8 237 17.8 4,565 28.4 27.9 

Vacant 293 8.1 101 6.0 218 14.1 5,030 23.8 14.6 

Source:  U.S. Census of Population 

 

Housing Types 

 

Table 10 shows that the City has a very diverse supply of housing, when compared with the 

townships, Mecosta County, and Michigan.  In 2015, 40.4 percent of the City’s housing 

units were single family homes – Michigan housing units were nearly 77 percent single 

family.  Since the City had a very low percentage of single family homes, it follows that it 

had a very high percentage of other types of housing units.  Duplexes accounted for 10.7 

percent of the City’s housing units (much higher than all of the comparison areas).  

Multiple-family housing accounted for 42.1 percent of Big Rapids’ housing units (also 

much higher than any of the comparison areas).  The City had a higher proportion of mobile 

homes (6.7 percent) than the State of Michigan (5.4 percent) – but much lower than the two 

townships and Mecosta County.   

 

Table 10:  Housing Type Distribution – 2011-2015 American Community 5-year 

Estimates 
Type of Unit City of Big Rapids Big Rapids Twp. Green Township Mecosta County Michigan 

# % # % # % # % % 

1 unit 1,404 40.4 1,346 69.2 1,161 79.7 15,535 73.7 76.8 

2 unit 373 10.7 0 0.0 50 3.4 456 2.2 2.5 

3 or 4 units 572 16.4 52 2.7 0 0.0 672 3.2 2.6 

5 to 9 units 362 10.4 148 7.6 0 0.0 521 2.5 4.2 

10 to 19 units 296 8.5 155 8.0 0 0.0 497 2.4 3.6 

20 or more units 237 6.8 28 1.4 0 0.0 338 1.6 5.0 

Mobile Home, 

Trailer or Other 

234 6.7 218 11.2 245 16.8 3,073 14.6 5.4 

Total Units 3,478 100.0 1,947 100.0 1,456 100.0 21,092 100.0 100.0 

Source:  American Community Survey 

 

Age of Housing 
 

Table 11 shows that Big Rapids’ housing stock, with a median year built of 1972, is older 

than housing in the surrounding two townships and Mecosta County, but a little newer than 

housing in Michigan.  Over a quarter of the City’s housing was built before 1939, which is 

much different than any of the comparison areas.  There was less building activity in the 

City of Big Rapids between 1940 and 1959, and while it picked up between 1960 and 1979 

it was still less than the comparison areas.  Between 1980 and 1999 there was an increase in 
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the City.  Since 2000 the City outpaced the State of Michigan and Green Township, but Big 

Rapids Township and the County had more housing construction than the City.  

  

Table 11:  Age of Housing – 2011-2015 American Community 5-year Estimates 
Year Built City of Big Rapids Big Rapids Twp. Green Township Mecosta County Michigan 

# % # % # % # % % 

1939 or earlier 914 26.3 159 8.2 54 3.7 2,837 13.5 15.2 

1940-1959 314 9.1 244 12.6 182 12.5 2,120 10.1 23.3 

1960-1979 866 24.9 551 28.3 535 36.7 6,047 28.7 27.6 

1980-1999 901 25.9 522 26.8 447 30.7 6,402 30.3 22.9 

2000-2009 275 7.9 311 16.0 232 15.9 3,122 14.8 10.3 

2010 or later 208 6.0 160 8.2 6 0.4 564 2.6 1.7 

Total 3,478 100.0 1,947 100.0 1,456 100.0 21,092  100.0 

Median Year 

Built 

1972 --- 1981 --- 1978 --- 1978 --- 1968 

Source:  American Community Survey 
 

Value of Housing 

 

The value of owner-occupied housing in Big Rapids is considerably lower than that of the 

comparison areas.  The City’s 2015 median value of $88,900 was much lower than Big 

Rapids Township’s median of $158,900 and Michigan’s median of $122,400.  The medians 

for Green Township and Mecosta County are both also higher than the City’s median.    The 

City’s largest segments for housing values are the $50,000 - $99,999 (38.7 percent), the 

$100,000 - $149,999 (26.3 percent), and the less than $50,000 (21.4 percent) categories. 

 

Table 12:  Value of Specified Owner-Occupied Housing – 2011-2015 American 

Community 5-year Estimates 
Housing Value City of Big 

Rapids 

Big Rapids Twp. Green Township Mecosta County Michigan 

# % # % # % # % % 

Less than $50,000 254 21.4 36 2.9 101 11.2 1,738 15.1 15.7 

$50,000 - $99,999 459 38.7 298 24.0 308 34.1 3,421 29.7 24.3 

$100,000 - $149,999 312 26.3 224 18.0 199 22.1 2,328 20.2 19.7 

$150,000 - $199,999 120 10.1 327 26.3 189 21.0 1,947 16.9 15.9 

$200,000 - $299,999 9 0.8 218 17.6 80 8.9 1,337 11.6 14.1 

$300,00 and over 31 2.6 138 11.1 25 2.8 761 6.6 10.3 

Total 1,185 100.0 1,241 100.0 902 100.0 11,532 100.0 100.0 

Median Value $88,900 $158,900 $107,600 $110,500 $122,400 

Source:  American Community Survey 

 

Analysis & Demographic Summary 

 

The 2009 City of Big Rapids Master Plan used primarily 2000 U.S. Census information 

to describe the City’s demographics.  The information was collected in April of 2000 and 

released to communities over time.  This Interim Report to the 2009 Plan uses some 2010 

U.S. Census information and information from the American Community Survey (ACS), 

which is updated more frequently than the U.S. Census, but is based on estimates (as 

opposed to actual counts).  The ACS is in its first decade as a resource for demographic 

information.   
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The population in the City of Big Rapids did not change a great deal, but did decrease by 

248 people.  The projections performed for the 2009 Plan projected an increase of 337 

between 2000 and 2010.  This is a difference of 585 people, or 5.5 percent of the 2010 

population. 

 

The age and gender distribution in 2010 is very similar to the 2000 figures.  The median 

age of 21.8 remained the same over the decade in the City, the median age in Big Rapids 

Township dropped significantly, while in the other comparison areas the median age 

increased.  The percentage of males in the City decreased from 2000, but still remained 

higher than the percentage of females (which is unusual, but influenced by Ferris State 

University’s programs). 

 

The number of households decreased by 58 between 2000 and 2010 in Big Rapids, while 

increasing in all of the comparison areas.  The number of persons per household went 

from 2.3 to 2.2 during the period in Big Rapids.  Both townships’ figures remained the 

same, and the figures decreased in both Mecosta County and Michigan.  The percentage 

of family households decreased from 43.5 percent in 2000 to 39.7 percent in 2010.  This 

figure is significantly different than the comparison areas, all of which have a much 

higher percentage of family households.  Conversely, the percentage of non-family 

households increased in the City.   

 

Employment in Mecosta County varied between 2004 and 2016.  The labor force 

remained fairly constant, but the number of unemployed decreased, lowering the 

unemployment rate to 5.1 percent in 2016.  The unemployment distribution changed, but 

with the top three employment categories remaining the same:  Education, health and 

social services remained the largest category (but did decrease from 40.6 percent of the 

labor force to 37.6 percent).  Retail trade overtook arts, entertainment, recreation, 

accommodation and food services as the second largest category – but they have similar 

percentages of the labor force.  The strength of these three categories slightly distorts the 

distribution of the other categories, but they are all essential to the community.  It should 

be noted that this category is taken from the ACS and are estimates.       

 

The distribution of educational attainment did not change a great deal between 2000 and 

2015 (ACS).  The City’s distribution differs from the comparison areas in a number of 

ways including a higher percentage with no high school degrees and a lower percentage 

with high school degrees, a similar proportion of people with some college and associates 

degrees (except for Big Rapids Township, which is lower), a higher proportion of people 

with bachelor’s degrees (except for Big Rapids Township, which is higher), and a higher 

percentage of graduate degrees (except for Big Rapids Township, which has a higher 

percentage).   

 

Between 2000 and 2015 the City’s median household income and per capita income both 

remained lower than any of the comparison areas due in large part to the student 

population.  The most noticeable change is the dramatic increase in the percentage of the 

population below the poverty level in Big Rapids.  The figure went from 23.8 percent in 
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2000 to 42.8 percent in 2015.  This measurement increased in all of the other comparison 

areas as well, but none went above 30 percent.   

 

The number of total housing units decreased between 2000 and 2010 according to the U.S. 

Census from 3,654 to 3,623 and the number of occupied housing units decreased from 3,388 

to 3,330.  The proportion of owner-occupied housing units decreased.  The City’s housing 

remains unique due to the number of rental units (influenced by Ferris State University’s 

student population).   

 

Between 2000 and 2015 the number of single family housing units decreased from 1,563 to 

1,404 while the percentages of duplexes and multi-family units increased.  The number of 

mobile homes decreased slightly.  The age of housing in Big Rapids remained older than 

each of the comparison areas except Michigan.  The value of owner occupied housing 

remains considerably lower than that of any of the comparison areas.   
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EXISTING LAND USE 

 

Influences 

 

The City of Big Rapids’ existing land use distribution is influenced by a range of 

features.  These features have shaped the City in the past and will continue to influence 

the City into the future.    

 

The Muskegon River, which runs through the City, was a key reason the City was 

originally formed.  Being divided by a river provides both opportunities and challenges.  

The opportunities relate to people’s desire to be close to water – recreation, residential, 

and commercial uses are all enhanced by proximity to water.  Challenges relate to 

flooding and limited access points (bridges) that divide the City.   

 

Transportation has played a key role in shaping the City.  In the past, the railway passed 

through the City of Big Rapids, but the rail has left and what remains is now a recreation 

resource (Fred Meijer White Pine Trail State Park).  M-20 passes through the City, 

bringing east-west traffic between US-131 and Mt. Pleasant.  Northland Drive (Business 

US-131) passes through the City in a north-south direction and is a key feature of the City 

– with both strengths and weaknesses.  Also, while west of the City Limits, US-131 

influences the City’s future.  Another transportation feature that will influence how the 

City grows is the Roben Hood Airport, on the north side of the City (City-owned but in 

Big Rapids Township).      

 

Ferris State University occupies a large part of the City and is vital to Big Rapids’ future.  

While the City does not have much control over development on campus, the areas 

around the University are the responsibility of the City and influence the vitality and 

character of the City. 

 

The City’s Downtown is an important part of the community and is how many people 

define the community – a vital downtown is essential to the image of any city.  While the 

Downtown’s boundaries are pretty well defined, there are some transition areas that need 

to be improved.  The Downtown does have room for limited growth in almost any 

direction, but there are hard boundaries that cannot be avoided – such as Northland Drive, 

the Muskegon River, and Ferris State University.   

   

The fact that Big Rapids is the County Seat for Mecosta County influences development.  

Many government facilities are located within the City.  County facilities are located 

south of Downtown, City facilities are located Downtown, County Road Commission 

Facilities are located on the east side of the River, State and Federal offices are located on 

the City’s west side, and other public facilities are located across the City.  While these 

facilities do not generate property taxes for the City, they do bring people into the City 

and provide jobs for the area’s residents.  Additionally, Spectrum Health Big Rapids 

Hospital (formerly owned by Mecosta County) is a major facility that impacts 

development in the City.    
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Methodology  

 

The City of Big Rapids generated the Existing Land Use Map and the acreage figures 

from existing files that are maintained by the City.  Categories appropriate for the Master 

Plan were developed and will be used in the Future Land Use Map to insure continuity 

and allow for changes to be tracked.   

 

Existing Land Use Categories 

 

Residential Categories 

 

There are four designated categories of residential uses.  The total amount of land used 

for residential purposes in 2009 was 784 acres, or 28.0 percent of the City’s area.  

 

Single Family Residential – This category includes unattached single-unit homes.  The 

category also covers the surrounding land and any structures related to traditional 

dwelling units such as garages and storage sheds.  This category does not differentiate 

between ownership options (owner-occupied, renter-occupied, or condominium).  Due to 

the developed nature of the City there is no differentiation between high density, medium 

density, and low density single family homes – since most single family homes in the 

City are developed on fairly compact lots. 

 

In 2009 Single-Family Residential covered 618 acres, or 22.1 percent of the City.  Map 8 

shows that Single Family Residential uses occurred throughout the City.   

 

Two-Four Unit Residential – This category includes attached housing with two, three, or 

four units.  The category also covers the surrounding land and any structures related to 

the dwelling units such as garages, carports, parking lots, storage sheds, and other related 

uses.  

 

In 2009 Multiple Family (2-4 family units) land uses covered 39 acres, or 1.4 percent of 

the City’s area.   Map 8 shows 2-4 unit residential units located throughout most portions 

of the City. 

 

Apartment Complex – This category includes attached housing with five or more units 

that are located in large grouped units.  The category also covers the surrounding land 

and any structures related to the dwelling units such as garages, carports, parking lots, 

maintenance facilities, storage sheds, administrative offices, club houses, recreation 

areas, and other related uses.  

 

In 2009 Multiple Family land uses covered 79 acres, or 2.8 percent of the City’s area.   

Map 8 shows multiple family complexes located on the east side of the Muskegon River 

and along Fuller Avenue on the City’s south side. 
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Mobile Home Parks – This category includes areas where mobile homes or other types of 

homes manufactured off site are located.  This category only occurs where larger clusters 

of such housing occur, such as mobile home parks.  

 

Mobile Homes covered 48 acres in 2009, or 1.7 percent of Big Rapids’ area.  Map 8 

shows that such housing is located in two areas on the east side of the Muskegon River. 

 

Public and Quasi-Public Categories 

 

Government – This category includes a wide variety of land uses including municipal 

offices, federal, state, and county office facilities, Spectrum Health Big Rapids Hospital 

(since it was County-owned in 2009), maintenance facilities, and other areas maintained 

by a government unit or department.  The category includes all support buildings and 

structures as well as land and parking areas.   

 

Government uses covered 55 acres in 2009, or 2.0 percent of the City.  Map 8 shows 

concentrations throughout the Downtown, on the east side of the Muskegon River, and on 

the City’s west side.  Roben Hood Airport, which is owned and operated by the City of 

Big Rapids, is located in Big Rapids Township.  This 627- acre facility is regional in 

nature, but is not included in Table 13’s acreage calculations.  

 

Schools – The category includes public, private, and charter schools (K-12).  The 

category includes all support buildings, school-related recreation areas, parking areas, 

and other related uses. 

 

School uses covered 72 acres in 2009, or 2.6 percent of the City’s land.  Map 8 shows 

schools located throughout the City. 

 

Churches – The category includes all types of religious facilities.  The category includes 

all support buildings, parking areas, and other related uses. 

 

Churches covered 60 acres in 2009, or 2.1 percent of the City’s land.  Map 8 shows 

Churches located throughout the portion of the City on the west side of the Muskegon 

River. 

 

Ferris State University – The University occupies 482 acres on the City’s south side.  

This represents 17.2 percent of the City’s area.  There are a wide range of uses within the 

University’s campus including classrooms, offices, residence halls, maintenance 

facilities, and other support facilities.   

 

City & State Park – This category refers to the City’s outdoor recreation areas and the 

Fred Meijer White Pine Trail State Park that passes through the City’s east side.  This 

category includes all support buildings and structures as well as land and parking areas. 

 

In 2009 parks covered 263 acres, or 9.4 percent of Big Rapids’ area.  Map 8 shows the 

City’s parks are located along the Muskegon River and in several residential areas. 
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Business Categories 
 

Industrial – This category includes sites where any type of manufacturing process occurs.  

Industries can include those that produce various emissions in the process (smoke, odor, 

noise, light, vibrations, etc.) or those that do not produce emissions detectable to 

surrounding areas – such as the assembly of parts shipped from other facilities.   

 

Industrial uses covered 186 acres in 2009, or 6.6 percent of the City.  Map 8 shows 

industrial sites exist primarily on the east side of the Muskegon River. 

 

Commercial – This category includes retail and wholesale businesses, business and 

professional services, personal services, and other businesses that provide goods or 

services to the general public.  The category includes any buildings associated with the 

land use, as well as surrounding land, outdoor structures, parking areas, access areas, and 

other related areas.   

 

Commercial covered 238 acres in 2009, or 8.5 percent of the City’s area.  Map 8 shows 

that commercial is focused on Perry Street, State Street, the City’s Downtown, and in 

areas on the east side of the Muskegon River.  

 

Vacant 

 

In 2009 there were 219 acres of vacant land in the City of Big Rapids, representing 7.8 

percent of the City’s area.  The majority of the vacant land is located adjacent to 

residential areas, but there are also vacant parcels in commercial and industrial areas.     

 

 Table 13:  Existing Land Use Distribution 

Land Use Category Acreage Percentage 

Residential   

Single Family Residential 619 22.1 

Two-Four Unit Residential 39 1.4 

Apartment Complex 79 2.8 

Mobile Home Parks 48 1.7 

Public and Quasi-Public Categories   

Government 55 2.0 

Schools 71 2.5 

Churches 60 2.1 

Ferris State University 482 17.2 

City & State Park 263 9.4 

Business Categories   

Industrial 186 6.6 

Commercial 238 8.5 

Vacant 219 7.8 

Other (Streets, Roads, Water) 441 15.8 

Total 2,800 100.0 

Source:  City of Big Rapids 
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DEMOGRAPHIC PROJECTIONS 
 

Population Projections 
 

When the Big Rapids Master Plan was developed in 2009 projections indicated that 

between 2000 and 2020 the City of Big Rapids’ population would increase by 677 

residents (6.2 percent increase).  The Plan showed that by 2010 the population would 

reach 11,186, but the actual population actually decreased from 2000’s population of 

10,849 to 10,601.  Based on this change, Table 14 identifies population projections that 

indicate a decrease to 9,309 by 2030.  Of course, projections in Big Rapids (or anywhere) 

are difficult to predict since it depends on Ferris State University’s enrollments as well as 

other factors that are outside of the City’s control.  Additionally, a lot of student housing 

has been developed in Big Rapids Township since 2000 – which influences both the 

population and housing projections.  This figure is tied to the Community Goals, which 

should be referred to when looking at future projections.      

 

While the City is projected to decrease by 12.2 percent between 2010 and 2030, Mecosta 

County is projected to increase by 21.0 percent.  Both surrounding townships are 

expected to grow, with Big Rapids Township projected to increase by 43.2 percent and 

Green Township projected to grow by 15.4 percent.   

 

These population projections are based on trends.  Many things can influence the trends 

including planning, community goals, the economy, marketing, economic development, 

and others. These same projections are used in this plan to project the age/gender 

distribution and housing needs for the City.   

 

Table 14:  Population Projections  
 

AREA 

POPULATION CHANGE 

2010-2030 

2010 2015 2020 2025 2030 # % 

City of Big Rapids 10,601 10,278 9,995 9,632 9,309 (1,292) -12.2 

Big Rapids Township  4,208 4,663 5,117 5,572 6,027 1,819 43.2 

Green Township 3,292 3,419 3,546 3,673 3,800 508 15.4 

Mecosta County 42,798 45,041 47,285 49,528 51,772 8,974 21.0 

Michigan 9,883,640 N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A. 

Source:  U.S. Census of Population; West Michigan Regional Planning Commission 
 

Age and Gender Distribution Projections 
 

The age and gender projections (Table 15) are based on trends from between 2000 and 

2010.  Since Big Rapids’ population is so dependent on Ferris State University and where 

students are motivated to live (the City of Big Rapids or surrounding townships), these 

projections should be used with an understanding that they probably do not accurately 

reflect the population, but that they represent likely figures if past actions are projected 

into the future (such as housing choices and student counts). 

 

The projections indicate that the college-age population (18-24) will remain as the largest 

age group, but will make up a larger percentage of the City’s population – increasing 
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from 54.0 percent of the population in 2010 to 56.5 percent in 2030.  The second biggest 

group, those between 25 and 44 (also a greater age-range than 18-24) will decrease as a 

percentage of the City’s population from 15.9 percent in 2010 to 14.7 percent in 2030 – 

since this is the child-bearing age, it follows that the number of children will decrease as 

a percentage of the City’s population during the same period.  Residents between 45 and 

54 are also projected to decrease as a percentage of the City’s population.  Trends show 

an increasing proportion of residents over 55 in the City of Big Rapids.  While there are 

more males in Big Rapids due to the programs at Ferris State University, the percentage 

of males could decrease since more females are attending college than in the past.       

 

Table 15:  Age and Gender Distribution Projections 

 2010 2020 2030 

# % # % # % 

Under 5 459 4.3 380 3.8 335 3.6 

5-17 869 8.2 740 7.4 652 7.0 

18-24 5,722 54.0 5,567 55.7 5,260 56.5 

25-44 1,686 15.9 1,509 15.1 1,368 14.7 

45-54 613 5.8 540 5.4 484 5.2 

55-64 568 5.4 670 6.7 680 7.3 

65 and over 684 6.4 590 5.9 531 5.7 

Median Age 21.8 --- 21.8 --- 21.8 --- 

Male 5,409 51.0 5,037 50.4 4,664 50.1 

Female 5,192 49.0 4,958 49.6 4,645 49.9 

Total  10,601 100.0 9,995 100.0 9,309 100.0 

Source:  U.S. Census of Population; West Michigan Regional Planning Commission 

 

Household Distribution Projections 
 

The projected number of households is expected to decrease at a slower rate than the 

population due to projections indicating household sizes will continue to decrease (Table 

16).  By 2030, projections indicate there will be 2,961 households within Big Rapids.  

This represents a decrease of 11.8 percent, while the population is projected to decrease 

by 12.2 percent.  Within the household types, the percentage of family households is 

projected to slightly decrease; and within the family households category, the percentage 

of married family households is also expected to decrease.  Conversely, the percentage of 

non-family households is expected to slightly increase; and within the non-family 

households category, the percentage of one-person households is expected to decrease, 

and the percentage of one-person households (65 and over) is projected to remain fairly 

stable.  Overall, the average household size is projected to decrease from 2.2 persons per 

household in 2010, to 2.0 in 2030. 

 

Housing Projections 
 

Housing units are expected to decrease as the City’s population decreases.  The decrease 

will be slowed by households decreasing in size.  Vacancy rates are projected to increase 
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(Table 17).  Projections indicate that between 2010 and 2030 the number of housing units 

will decrease to 3,219 with an occupancy rate of 91.3 percent. 

 

Table 16:  Household Distribution Projections 
 TOTAL 

HOUSE-

HOLDS 

FAMILY HOUSEHOLDS NONFAMILY 

HOUSEHOLDS 

PERSON

S PER 

HOUSE-

HOLD 

PERSON

S IN 

GROUP 

QUAR-

TERS 

 

 

 

 

Total 

 

 

Married 

Couple 

Family 

Female 

House-

holder 

with no 

Spouse 

Male 

House-

holder 

with no 

Spouse 

 

 

 

 

Total 

 

House-

holder 

Living 

Alone 

House-

holder 

65 & 

Over 

Living 

Alone 

2010 3,330 1,323 762 422 139 2,007 1,217 326 2.2 3,222 

% 100.0 39.7 22.9 12.7 4.2 60.3 36.5 9.8 --- --- 

2020 3,153 1,191 665 375 154 1,961 1,138 309 2.1 3,333 

% 100.0 37.8 21.1 11.9 4.9 62.2 36.1 9.8 --- --- 

2030 2,961 1,092 598 338 157 1,868 1,063 290 2.0 3388 

% 100.0 36.9 20.2 11.4 5.3 63.1 35.9 9.8 --- --- 

Source:  U.S. Census of Population; West Michigan Regional Planning Commission 

 

Table 17:  Housing Projections 

 2010 2020 2030 

 # % # % # % 

Total Housing Units 3,623 100.0 3,420 100.0 3,219 100.0 

Occupied 3,330 91.9 3,130 91.5 2,939 91.3 

Vacant 293 8.1 290 8.5 280 8.7 

Source:  U.S. Census of Population; West Michigan Regional Planning Commission 

 

Housing Type Projections 

 

Projections shown in Table 18 indicate a decreasing percentage of single family units, 

decreasing from 1,404 units in 2015 (40.4 percent) to 1,226 units in 2030 (38.1 percent).  

Trends indicate an increase in the “2 to 4 units” category, increasing to 1,011 units.  The 

number of units in the “5 to 9” category is projected to decrease to 296 units by 2030 and 

the number of units in the “10 or more” category is projected to decline.  The number of 

mobile homes is projected to slightly decrease. 

 

Table 18:  Housing Type Projections 

Housing Type 2015 2020 2030 

# % # % # % 

1 unit 1,404 40.4 1,330 38.9 1,226 38.1 

2 to 4 units 945 27.1 1,026 30.0 1,011 31.4 

5 to 9 units 362 10.4 328 9.6 296 9.2 

10 or more units 533 15.3 510 14.9 473 14.7 

Mobile Home, Trailer 

or Other 

234 6.7 226 6.6 212 6.6 

Total Units 3,478 100.0 3,420 100.0 3,219 100.0 

Source:  U.S. Census of Population; American Community Survey; West Michigan 

Regional Planning Commission 
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ISSUES, GOALS, AND ACTION PLAN 

 

The following identifies the issues, goals, and actions that were established by the City of 

Big Rapids in 2009.  Many of the actions identified under one goal appear under other 

goals since there are many related issues, goals, and actions linked to the City’s preferred 

future.  Additionally, each action was originally placed in one of three categories:  Short-

Term Actions (2010-2011), Medium-Term Actions/Ongoing Actions (2012-2015), and 

Long-Term/Ongoing Actions (2016-2020).  For this Addendum, the actions are all 

combined into one category since the short term action time frame has passed and the 

medium term time frame is well underway.  Additionally, the length of the goals and 

actions was too long and unwieldly.  Finally, this Addendum identifies progress as either 

“completed”, “ongoing”, or “not started”.   

 

Population 

 

Issue – A declining population creates challenges in a community related to decreased 

revenues, the ability to provide an efficient level of services and utilities, the inability to 

best utilize the built environment, the influence on the public school system and many 

other challenges related to excess capacity and reduced revenues.   

 

Assets – There are an unlimited number of assets that Big Rapids can build on in order to 

address the issue of a declining or stagnant population.  The City’s overall quality of life, 

the location of Ferris State University, the existing infrastructure and services provided 

by the community, the area’s recreation opportunities, the City’s location and proximity 

to US-131, Spectrum Health Big Rapids Hospital, the area’s diverse economy, Roben 

Hood Airport, Big Rapids’ downtown, the area’s natural features, and many other assets 

are in-place and should all be emphasized when working to attract people and businesses 

to the area.   

 

Goal – The City of Big Rapids will work towards creating a steady increase in population 

by providing a range of opportunities within the City that are important to attracting a 

diverse population that includes family households, senior citizens, college students, and 

others.    

 

This goal is included in the Master Plan since growth is essential if the City is going to be 

able to adequately address many of the other goals established in the plan.  Housing 

cannot improve if there is no demand for more and improved housing, the economy 

cannot grow if there is not a ready supply of workers, improvements to the transportation 

network cannot be made if the demand is not present, the downtown cannot be improved 

if the population is not great enough to support improvements, and facilities and services 

cannot be maintained without maintaining the population to support funding the facilities 

and services.  Of course a balanced rate of growth is necessary to ensure that Big Rapids 

does not lose its small town character.  The particular goal of population growth did not 

emerge as a major need of the community during the public participation phase of the 

planning process, but growth (or at least maintaining the existing population) is necessary 

if the City wants to be able to sustain (or improve) its current quality of life that depends 
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on providing residents and businesses with an adequate level of affordable services and 

facilities.  

Actions 

 

The following actions, related to promoting population growth, are intentionally broad 

and are not listed as short, medium, or long-term actions since they are addressed in other 

Goals (listed below).  Notations describe the location of additional details. 

 

1. The City will work to expand housing opportunities for all types of households – 

including family households, senior housing, and student accommodations.  See Goal 

and Actions related to Housing.  Progress:  Ongoing  

2. The City will work to maintain and improve its residential areas by enforcing 

regulations and working with homeowners to identify and rectify issues.  See Goal 

and Actions related to Housing.  Progress:  Ongoing  

3. The City will promote its many strengths to attract residents and businesses to the 

City by placing advertisements in select publications.  See Goal and Actions related 

to Economic Development.  Progress:  Not Started 

4. The City will work with the U.S. Census Bureau to ensure a complete count of 

residents -- this occurred during the 2010 U.S. Census of Population.  See Goal and 

Actions related to Public Facilities and Services.  Progress:  Completed 

5. The City will strive to maintain a high level of public services valued by existing 

residents and businesses – and sought by potential residents and businesses.   See 

Goal and Actions related to Public Facilities and Services.  Progress:  Ongoing 

6. The City will work with the Public and Private Schools to promote the area’s schools 

to potential families.  See Goals and Actions related to Public Facilities and Services, 

and Economic Development.  Progress:  Ongoing 

7. The City will work with the surrounding townships to promote area-wide growth and 

maintain the ability to discuss the transfer of land from one governmental unit to 

another if the outcome is positive and desired by all involved residents and units.  See 

Goal and Actions related to Cooperation and Coordination.  Progress:  Ongoing  

 

Housing 

 

Issue – The quality, condition, and variety of housing is an issue related to many factors 

such as a high percentage of rental housing units, student-oriented housing, foreclosures, 

lack of housing for families and professionals, poverty, and the inability to afford 

maintenance and upgrades.   

 

Assets – The City has a diverse mixture of housing located in traditional neighborhood 

settings that are convenient to shopping, schools, parks, and other community features.  

There are many organizations devoted to strengthening the City’s neighborhoods and 

housing stock.   

 

Goal – The City of Big Rapids will work towards creating a balanced range of housing 

opportunities that includes well-maintained single family homes, multiple family units, 

and other types of housing.  
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Housing is included as a goal of the Master Plan since it frequently ranked as one of the 

top issues in the public participation phase of the planning process.  Key person 

interviews, both workshops, many of the focus groups, and the community survey all cite 

housing as a key issue that needs to be addressed.   

 

Actions 

 

1. The Planning Commission will work with the City Commission, City Staff, and the 

Housing Commission to expand housing opportunities for all types of households by 

defining areas appropriate for housing development in the Master Plan and making 

any necessary amendments to the Zoning Ordinance that encourage quality 

development or redevelopment of housing.  This would include housing to 

accommodate the needs of families, senior citizens, students, professionals, and 

others to allow for a varied population in the City.  The City will encourage a broad 

range of housing values to ensure success.  Progress:  Ongoing 

 

2. The Planning Commission will work with the City Commission and City staff to 

identify capital improvements (such as streets, water, and sewer) needed to expand 

housing opportunities in Big Rapids and to include such improvements in the City’s 

Capital Improvements Program.  City staff will seek appropriate grants, loans, and 

other funding sources to develop and maintain necessary improvements.   Progress:  

Ongoing   

 

3. The Planning Commission will work with the City Commission and City staff to 

develop improvements (such as streets, water, and sewer) needed to expand housing 

opportunities in Big Rapids and to include such improvements in the City’s Capital 

Improvements Program.  City staff will seek appropriate grants, loans, and other 

funding sources to develop and maintain necessary improvements.  Progress:  

Ongoing 

 

4. City staff will ensure that inadequate maintenance of housing does not detract from 

neighborhoods by enforcing regulations and provide residents with an easy and 

effective method for reporting violations such as parking issues, noise, over-occupied 

housing units, and maintenance issues.  Progress:  Ongoing 

 

5. The Planning Commission and City Staff will explore the possibility of creating a 

land bank (similar to the program initiated in Genesee County to address the housing 

issues in Flint) to ensure that vacant housing and the current foreclosure issues across 

the country do not negatively impact Big Rapids’ neighborhoods.  Progress:  Not 

started 

 

6. Through planning and zoning, the Planning Commission will promote small housing 

developments and encourage developers to include an acceptable level of amenities 

(such as basements and garages) while at the same time encouraging the development 

of smaller, more affordable and sustainable housing.  Progress:  Ongoing 
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7. The Planning Commission, City Commission, Housing Commission, and City Staff 

will determine the feasibility of implementing a variety of incentive programs, such 

as Neighborhood Enterprise Zones and a Brownfield Redevelopment Authority, to 

encourage property owners to invest in the long-term success of the City’s 

neighborhoods and residential areas.  Progress:  Ongoing 

 

8. The Planning Commission, City Commission, Housing Commission, and City Staff 

will encourage sustainable homeownership by maintaining information describing 

public programs designed to assist potential and existing homeowners.  Progress:  

Ongoing 

    

9. The Planning Commission will evaluate the status of the Actions and make necessary 

adjustments.  Progress:  Ongoing 

 

Transportation 

 

Issue – Vehicular traffic and the condition of streets and roads are issues that detract from 

the overall quality of life in Big Rapids. 

 

Assets – The City of Big Rapids is at the intersection of US-131 (West Michigan’s north- 

south interstate highway) and M-20 (an east-west state route).  Additionally, the City and 

Mecosta County provide a complete network of streets and roads to serve the area’s 

residents and businesses.  While traffic is seen as an issue in Big Rapids, traffic is also a 

sign of life in the area related to the demand for the services provided by both the public 

and private sectors.  Additionally, traffic is really a relative condition – what is seen as 

“traffic” in Big Rapids, where a cross-town commute takes less than ten minutes, is not 

the same as “traffic” in larger communities where that is the amount of time drivers can 

spend getting through a couple of traffic signals.   

 

Goal – The City of Big Rapids will work towards improving the City’s streets through 

the use of asset management (maintains an up-to-date inventory of the condition of state, 

county, and city maintained roads and streets, and lays out a maintenance program that 

provides for the right fix at the right time) and will strive to reduce the impacts of traffic 

through the use of access management (improving traffic flow by proper placement of 

access points) and improvements to the transportation network.   

 

This goal is included in the Master Plan since it was identified during the public 

participation phase of the planning process as essential.  Traffic flow and the condition of 

roads were mentioned by key person interviewees and participants at both workshops.  

Most people seem to concentrate on Perry, State and M-20 as the key congestion areas 

that need improvements.  Many of the focus groups also cited traffic and the condition of 

roads.  The community survey listed traffic and the condition of roads as the community 

feature with which residents are least satisfied.  While Roben Hood Airport is an 

important piece of the Region’s transportation system, this goal focuses more on 

vehicular traffic.  Roben Hood Airport is operated by the City of Big Rapids, but located 

in Big Rapids Township.   
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Actions 

 

1. The Planning Commission will work with the City’s Public Works Department to 

implement a transportation asset management program that maintains an up-to-date 

inventory of the condition of state, county, and city maintained roads and streets, and 

lays out a maintenance program that provides for the right fix at the right time.  

Progress:  Ongoing 

 

2. The Planning Commission will work with the City’s Public Works Department, as 

well as the Michigan Department of Transportation and the Mecosta County Road 

Commission to coordinate transportation improvements with other improvements 

(public and private utilities, sidewalks, new developments, and other projects) to 

minimize repeating maintenance actions and closure of streets.  Progress:  Ongoing 

  

3. The Planning Commission will work with the Michigan Department of 

Transportation, the Mecosta County Road Commission, and Big Rapids Township to 

develop an Access Management Plan for the City’s and Township’s commercial 

corridors (especially State Street and Perry Avenue).  The study will include working 

with the Michigan Department of Transportation to determine if the current lane 

configuration on State Street is optimal.  Progress:  Not Started 
 

4. The Planning Commission will work with City Staff, the Michigan Department of 

Transportation, the Mecosta County Road Commission, and the Michigan 

Department of Natural Resources to promote bicycling on trails and on bicycle lanes.  

Progress:  Ongoing 
 

5. The City’s Dial-a-Ride Transit System (DART) will strive to provide an adequate 

level of public transit to meet the needs of the City’s residents and businesses.  The 

Planning Commission will consider existing routes and service areas when making 

decisions related to locating facilities.  Progress:  Ongoing 

 

6. The Planning Commission will work with City Staff, the City Commission, Big 

Rapids Township, the Mecosta County Road Commission, and the Michigan 

Department of Transportation to determine the feasibility of an additional bridge 

across the Muskegon River on the City’s south side.  Progress:  Not Started 

 

7. The Planning Commission will work with City Staff to develop a Capital 

Improvements Schedule that will identify when to pave all remaining gravel roads 

within the City and provide sidewalks where beneficial.  Progress:  Ongoing 

 

8. The Planning Commission will evaluate the status of the Actions and make necessary 

adjustments.  Progress:  Ongoing 
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Downtown 

 

Issue – Big Rapids’ downtown, and areas immediately adjacent to the downtown, endure 

aging public facilities and amenities, many out-of-date private facilities, vacancies, a poor 

mixture of uses, and other concerns that detract from the overall usefulness of the 

downtown. 

 

Assets – Big Rapids downtown has many great assets such as adequate parking, wide 

sidewalks, a fairly good mixture of shops and businesses, and its proximity to public 

agencies, residential areas, and Ferris State University.   

 

Goal – The City of Big Rapids will work towards improving the vitality of the downtown 

by maintaining and improving public facilities and encouraging merchants, property-

owners, and residents to maintain and improve their facilities.     

 

This goal is included in the Master Plan since the downtown is one of the most visible 

areas of the community and acts as the overall barometer for the health of the entire area.  

During the public participation phase of the planning process the downtown was 

frequently cited as a strength and as a weakness.  Often the downtown was not 

specifically cited, but discussions centered on businesses or services that would typically 

locate in a downtown but that are lacking – such as entertainment and restaurants.     

 

Actions 

 

1. The Planning Commission, Downtown Development Authority, Downtown Business 

Association, and City Staff will continue to work with the Michigan Economic 

Development Corporation to maintain and improve the City’s Downtown area by 

participating in existing and future programs designed to improve the Downtown’s 

physical and economic well-being.  Progress:  Ongoing 

 

2. The Planning Commission will work with property owners and City Staff to consider 

redeveloping areas adjacent to the downtown to encourage an improved transition 

between the downtown and surrounding land uses.  The Planning Commission will 

appoint a working committee to address this issue and develop more detailed action 

plans for the Planning Commission to consider.  Progress:  Ongoing 

 

3. The Planning Commission, the Downtown Development Authority, and City Staff 

will work with downtown business owners to maintain an up-to-date list of issues and 

to identify the best way to address issues related to infrastructure, streetscape, and 

vacancies.  Progress:  Ongoing 

  

4. The Planning Commission, the Downtown Business Association, and City Staff will 

work with downtown business owners to promote downtown activities such as the 

farmers market to attract shoppers.  Progress:  Ongoing 
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5. The Planning Commission, the City Commission, and City Staff will work to 

maintain public facilities (City, County, State, and Federal) in the downtown area to 

ensure that users of these services frequently visit the business area.  Progress:  

Ongoing  

 

6. The Planning Commission will evaluate the status of the Actions and make necessary 

adjustments.  Progress:  Ongoing 

 

Cooperation and Coordination 

 

Issue – Decreasing public resources are creating burdens on public bodies and limiting 

the ability for them to adequately provide services and facilities that residents, businesses, 

and others require. 

 

Assets – The City of Big Rapids is the County Seat of Mecosta County, so many 

government services are centered in the City.  The relationship between the County, City, 

and the surrounding townships is a relationship where the success of each is dependent on 

the success of each of the others so working to cooperate and coordinate efforts will lead 

to greater success and lower overall costs.  There are already many examples of 

cooperation and coordination that occur between each of the units of government.       

 

Goal – The City of Big Rapids will strive to work closer with Ferris State University, Big 

Rapids Township, Green Township, Mecosta County, Big Rapids Public Schools, the 

State of Michigan, the Federal Government, and others to seek efficient and effective 

methods to provide public services and up-to-date facilities. 

 

This goal is included in the Master Plan since the need for more cooperation and 

coordination arose in all of the types of public participation.  The relationships between 

the City of Big Rapids, Big Rapids Township, and Green Township are important to the 

City’s future.  The City of Big Rapids is a mostly developed community, with very little 

vacant land to grow, while Big Rapids Township surrounds the City and has a lot of 

space for growth of residential and commercial developments, as does Green Township.  

While the Townships have room to grow, they do not have the necessary infrastructure to 

support an abundance of growth – but the City does have the necessary infrastructure, 

facilities, and programs that businesses and residents demand.  Additionally, Michigan’s 

economic challenges make it even more important for communities to coordinate efforts 

since there are fewer funds available than in the past.  This issue/goal can also apply to 

public and private schools, Ferris State University, Mecosta County, and many other 

public and/or quasi-public organizations.   

 

Actions 

 

1. The Planning Commission will work with the City Commission, Department of 

Public Works, and City Staff to continue to provide water and sewer services to its 

residents and businesses, and will work with the surrounding townships of Big Rapids 
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and Green to provide an appropriate level of water and sewer capacity to encourage 

growth in the area.  Progress:  Ongoing  

 

2. The Planning Commission will invite the planning bodies of the two townships and 

the Mecosta County Planning Commission to at least one meeting a year to share 

training related to community planning, discuss common planning and community 

development issues, and provide for opportunities to learn of current local activities.  

The Planning Commission will strive to share reports and plans.  The Planning 

Commission will create an Education and Coordination Committee to develop a 

process for the Planning Commission to consider.    Progress:  Not Started 

 

3. The City Commission and Public Safety Department will work with Big Rapids and 

Green Townships, as well as others, to provide efficient and effective fire and police 

protection to the area.  Progress:  Ongoing 

 

4. The City will work with the surrounding townships, Big Rapids Public Schools, 

Mecosta County, and the State of Michigan to provide an appropriate level of 

recreational activities for the area’s residents by considering the development of a 

joint recreation plan.  Progress:  Not Started 

 

5. The Planning Commission will evaluate the status of the Actions and make necessary 

adjustments.  Progress:  Ongoing 

 

Public Facilities and Services 

 

Issue – The continued success of the City of Big Rapids depends on maintaining an 

appropriate level of facilities and services necessary to meet the needs of residents, 

businesses, and public institutions. 

 

Assets – The City of Big Rapids is a full service community that provides its residents 

with a high level of public services that include fire and police protection, maintenance of 

streets and sidewalks, public transit, parks and recreation, public water and sewer, and 

many other amenities and services that make living in the City enjoyable.   

 

Goal – The City of Big Rapids will strive to maintain an appropriate level of public 

facilities and services by improving facilities, planning for the future needs of the 

community, seeking funding from a variety of sources, and involving the community in 

the decision-making and budget process. 

 

This is included as a goal since it was identified numerous times during the public 

participation phase of the planning process.  Aging infrastructure, such as wastewater 

treatment and the condition of the City’s streets, is a concern that was identified and must 

be addressed to ensure the future success of the City.   
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Actions 

 

1. The Planning Commission will work with the City Commission and City Staff to 

maintain an up-to-date Capital Improvements Program to ensure that maintaining and 

upgrading necessary infrastructure is carefully planned and long-term funding is in 

place for necessary improvements.  Progress:  Ongoing  

 

2. The Planning Commission will work with the City Commission and City Staff to 

survey its residents every three to five years to determine their satisfaction related to 

public facilities and services.  Progress:  Ongoing   

 

3. The Planning Commission, City Commission, and City Staff will strive to seek 

outside (State, Federal, and Private) funding resources (grants and loans) to assist in 

funding public projects and programs.  Progress:  Ongoing  

  

4. The Planning Commission, City Commission, and City Staff will ensure that all 

public facilities are planned, designed, and constructed to be sustainable.  Progress:  

Ongoing 

  

5. The City of Big Rapids will maintain an up-to-date recreation plan in order to assist 

in funding improvements to the City’s parks using the Michigan Natural Resources 

Trust Fund.  Progress:  Ongoing 

 

6. The Planning Commission and City Staff will work with Big Rapids Public Schools, 

charter/private schools, and the Mecosta-Osceola County Intermediate School District 

to identify future facilities’ needs.  Progress:  Not Started 

 

7. The Planning Commission will evaluate the status of the Actions and make necessary 

adjustments.  Progress:  Ongoing 

  

Economic Development 

   

Issue – While the Big Rapids Area has a more diverse range of employment opportunities 

than other areas in Michigan, it still suffers from lack of adequate employment 

opportunities necessary for growth in Big Rapids.   

 

Assets – The City of Big Rapids does have a more diverse range of employment 

opportunities than Michigan as-a-whole, with a lower percentage of jobs related to 

automobile manufacturing.  The location of Ferris State University is a huge asset related 

to employment that provides a range of employment from professors and administrators 

to staff filling the many demands of keeping a university moving forward.  The fact that 

the City is the County Seat also provides government jobs, and Spectrum Health Big 

Rapids Hospital provides healthcare jobs.  The City also has a healthy mix of 

manufacturing employment and additional space for new businesses to locate.   
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Goal – Promote an appropriate amount of land and resources to manufacturing, 

commercial, and other land use categories that provide opportunities for businesses to 

expand or locate in Big Rapids. 

 

This goal is included since all of the different levels of public participation identified the 

lack of jobs, and low wages, as weaknesses or threats.  Most of the other issues addressed 

in this plan require resources to accomplish, and the best way to garner resources is to 

encourage the development and retention of high wage jobs for the area’s residents.     

 

Actions  

 

1. The Planning Commission, City Commission, the Public Works Department, and 

other City Staff will ensure the City has adequate infrastructure in-place to meet the 

needs of existing and new businesses by maintaining an up-to-date Capital 

Improvements Program that includes a schedule of necessary projects related to 

transportation, water, wastewater, and other public infrastructure needs.  Progress:  

Ongoing 

  

2. The Planning Commission and City Staff will work with Ferris State University and 

Mecosta County Development Corporation to promote jobs in Big Rapids related to 

programs offered at the University by determining the feasibility of creating a 

business incubator centered on skills provided at Ferris State University.  Progress:  

Not Started 

 

3. The Planning Commission, City Staff, and Mecosta County Development 

Corporation will ensure the City’s industrial park and industrial areas address the 

needs of existing and potential businesses.  The City will also work with Big Rapids 

Township to promote business in the Airport Industrial Park.  Progress:  Ongoing 

    

4. The Planning Commission and City Staff will work with Mecosta County 

Development Corporation to help existing businesses expand and to help attract new 

businesses to the City.  Progress:  Ongoing 

  

5. The Planning Commission and City Staff will work with the Michigan Economic 

Development Corporation to promote the area to existing employers and potential 

employers.  Progress:  Ongoing 

 

6. The Planning Commission and City Staff will work with Mecosta County 

Development Corporation, the Michigan Economic Development Corporation and 

others such as the Convention and Visitors Bureau, Mecosta County Area Chamber 

of Commerce, and Michigan State University Extension to diversify the area’s 

economy by promoting the area for value-added agriculture, renewable energy, health 

sciences, tourism, education, and other employment opportunities.  Progress:  

Ongoing 
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7. The Planning Commission and City Staff will work with the West Michigan Regional 

Planning Commission and the Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy 

Committee to attract funding from the U.S. Economic Development Administration 

(EDA) and other federal and state agencies.  Progress:  Ongoing 

   

8. The Planning Commission and City Staff will work closely with the Downtown 

Business Association (DBA), the Chamber of Commerce, and business groups to 

promote commercial and service growth in Big Rapids.  The City will continue to 

support the DBA by maintaining a position on the DBA Board.   Progress:  Ongoing 

 

9. The Planning Commission and City Staff will work closely with the Convention and 

Visitors Bureau to promote Big Rapids as a destination for visitors.  The City will 

work with the CVB to determine the potential for creating a city position (Parks and 

Recreation Director) on the CVB Board.  Progress:  Ongoing 

   

10. The Planning Commission, the Downtown Business Association, and the Downtown 

Development Authority will continue to improve the Downtown and promote it as a 

destination for visitors and a viable shopping option for residents by following the 

recommendations of the 2006 “Big Rapids Downtown Blueprint” and updating the 

document and process when actions are completed.  Progress:  Completed 

 

11. The Planning Commission will evaluate the status of the Actions and make necessary 

adjustments.  Progress:  Ongoing 
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FUTURE LAND USE PLAN 

 

Influences 

 

The development of the City of Big Rapids’ Future Land Use Map was influenced by 

several factors.  The following paragraphs describe several of these factors.  They are not 

listed in any specific order of importance, but are listed to provide an understanding of 

the thoughts that go into developing a Future Land Use Plan.     

 

The first consideration is the existing distribution of land uses in and around the City.  It 

is obviously more difficult to recommend a change from one type of land use to another 

than it is to recommend developing a vacant area of land.  Not only does changing the use 

of an area influence the area – but it influences adjacent areas that developed years, or 

decades, earlier.  So, communities must carefully consider any recommendations to alter 

the existing character of an area through a land use change or by developing vacant land.  

Even if an area is in need of improvements, making changes to land uses can have 

unforeseen impacts on the entire community.     

 

The second consideration is public input.  By developing a preferred vision for a 

community, along with goals and actions to reach the goals, the community is expressing 

how the community will look in the future.  If the community sees a growing population 

as essential, more space must be devoted to residential land uses, schools, and other 

amenities designed to serve a larger population.  If a community wants to provide its 

residents with more jobs, land must be devoted to the development of private sector 

businesses (manufacturing, service, retail, office, and other private sector) or other 

employment-providing organizations (education or other public-sector jobs are 

examples).  Examples of land use requirements to address community goals are as 

limitless as the number of communities and ideas.  Also, it is important to recognize that 

one community goal often requires many land use recommendations.  A goal of 

population growth, for example, requires not only additional room for homes to house the 

additional population, but changes that could attract people to the area (jobs, schools, 

public amenities, and other pieces that could attract people to a community).             

 

A third consideration relates to adjacent communities.  Care must be exercised to ensure 

that a proposed future land use does not adversely impact a neighboring community’s 

character.  Closely related to this is the fact that many communities (especially cities) are 

“built-out” or have very little room to grow.  When this is the case, communities must 

work together not only to make the best use of the available areas for development, but to 

determine neighboring communities’ interest in developing those areas.         

 

There are many other facts that a community must consider when developing Future 

Land Use Plan, but these are the primary points that a community like Big Rapids must 

consider.   
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Methodology  

 

The City of Big Rapids generated the Future Land Use Map and the acreage figures by 

modifying existing files that are maintained by the City.  Categories appropriate for the 

Master Plan were developed for the Existing Land Use Inventory to insure continuity and 

allow for changes to be tracked.  The Master Plan Working Committee reviewed changes 

suggested by City Staff for the Future Land Use Plan, and text was written to describe the 

changes.  Table 19 identifies the 2009 land use distribution figures, the future land use 

distribution, and the acreage changes for each land use category.  Additionally, there is a 

description of eight specific focus areas that may require changes to the Zoning 

Ordinance and additional input from the Planning Commission and property owners as 

the need for redevelopment of these areas increases.    

 

Future Land Use Category Descriptions 

 

Residential Categories 

 

There are four designated categories of residential uses.  The total amount of land 

proposed for residential purposes in the Master Plan is 948 acres, or 33.9 percent of the 

City’s area.  This represents an increase of 163 acres from the existing land use 

distribution for residential land uses.    

 

Single Family Residential – This category includes unattached single-unit homes.  The 

category also covers the surrounding land and any structures related to traditional 

dwelling units such as garages and storage sheds.  This category does not differentiate 

between ownership options (owner-occupied, renter-occupied, or condominium).  Due to 

the developed nature of the City there is no differentiation between high density, medium 

density, and low density single family homes – since most single family homes in the 

City are developed on fairly compact lots.  The City’s Zoning Ordinance does 

differentiate between various types of single family residential uses.   

 

Changes between the Existing Land Use Inventory and the Future Land Use Plan include 

the designation of many vacant areas in the northeast section of the City to single family 

residential.  Additionally, several medium-sized vacant parcels on the City’s west side are 

designated for single family residential, as well as the conversion of many single vacant 

parcels located throughout the City’s residential areas to single family residential.   

 

The total amount of land proposed for Single Family Residential purposes in the Master 

Plan is 768 acres, or 27.4 percent of the City’s area.  This change is an increase of 149 

acres from the 2009 existing land use inventory (Table 19).  Map 9 identifies the 

proposed distribution of single family residential.  

   

Two-Four Unit Residential – This category includes attached housing with two, three, or 

four units.  The category also covers the surrounding land and any structures related to 

the dwelling units such as garages, carports, parking lots, storage sheds, and other related 
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uses. There are no designated changes between the Existing Land Use Inventory and the 

Future Land Use Plan related to this category. 

 

The total amount of land proposed for Multiple Family (2-4 family units) land uses in the 

Master Plan remains at 39 acres, or 1.4 percent of the City’s area.   Map 9 shows 2-4 unit 

residential units located throughout most portions of the City. 

 

Apartment Complex – This category includes attached housing with five or more units 

that are located in large grouped units.  The category also covers the surrounding land 

and any structures related to the dwelling units such as garages, carports, parking lots, 

maintenance facilities, storage sheds, administrative offices, club houses, recreation 

areas, and other related uses.  

 

Changes between the Existing Land Use Inventory and the Future Land Use Plan include 

the addition of land designated for apartments on the east side of the Muskegon River, 

along the River.   

 

The total amount of land proposed for Apartment Complexes is 85 acres, or 3.0 percent 

of the City’s area.  This represents an additional six acres of multi-family housing.   Map 

9 shows multiple family complexes located primarily on the east side of the Muskegon 

River and along Fuller Avenue on the City’s south side. 

 

Mobile Home Parks – This category includes areas where mobile homes or other types of 

homes manufactured off site are located.  This category only occurs where larger clusters 

of such housing occur, such as mobile home parks.  

 

Changes between the Existing Land Use Inventory and the Future Land Use Plan include 

a few additional acres that are currently vacant added to the areas designated for mobile 

homes.  

 

The total amount of land proposed for Mobile Homes in the Master Plan is 50 acres, or 

1.8 percent of Big Rapids’ area, which is an increase of two acres.  Map 9 shows that 

such housing is located in two areas on the east side of the Muskegon River. 

 

Public and Quasi-Public Categories 

 

There are five designated categories of Public and Quasi-Public land uses.  The total 

amount of land proposed for public purposes in the Master Plan is 975 acres, or 34.2 

percent of the City’s area.    

 

Government – This category includes a wide variety of land uses including municipal 

offices, federal, state, and county office facilities, maintenance facilities, and other areas 

maintained by a government unit or department.  The category includes all support 

buildings and structures as well as land and parking areas.   
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Changes between the Existing Land Use Inventory and the Future Land Use Plan include 

changing an area on the east side of the Muskegon River from government to apartments 

and adding government to the area north of the Spectrum Health Big Rapids Hospital.  

The hospital is included under Government since it was owned by Mecosta County at the 

time the 2009 Master Plan was developed. 

 

The total amount of land proposed for Government uses in the Master Plan is 49 acres, or 

1.8 percent of the City’s acreage, which is a decrease of six acres.  Map 9 shows 

concentrations throughout the Downtown, on the east side of the Muskegon River, and on 

the City’s west side.  These figures do not include Roben Hood Airport’s 627 acres since 

it is located in Big Rapids Township. 

 

Schools – The category includes public, private, and charter schools (K-12).  The 

category includes all support buildings, school-related recreation areas, parking areas, 

and other related uses. 

 

There are no changes identified between the Existing Land Use Inventory and the Future 

Land Use Plan. The total amount of land proposed for Schools in the Master Plan is 72 

acres, or 2.6 percent of the City’s land.  Map 9 shows schools located throughout the 

City. 

 

Churches – The category includes all types of religious facilities.  The category includes 

all support buildings, parking areas, and other related uses. 

 

There are no changes identified between the Existing Land Use Inventory and the Future 

Land Use Plan. 

 

The total amount of land proposed for Churches in the Master Plan is 60 acres, or 2.1 

percent of the City’s land.  Map 9 shows Churches located throughout the portion of the 

City on the west side of the Muskegon River. 

 

Ferris State University – The Future Land Use Plan shows the University occupying 482 

acres on the City’s south side.  This represents 17.2 percent of the City’s area.  There are 

a wide range of uses within the University’s campus including classrooms, offices, 

residence halls, maintenance facilities, and other support facilities.  There are no changes 

identified between the Existing Land Use Inventory and the Future Land Use Plan. 

 

City & State Park – This category refers to the City’s outdoor recreation areas and the 

Fred Meijer White Pine Trail State Park that passes through the City’s east side.  This 

category includes all support buildings and structures as well as land and parking areas. 

 

Changes between the Existing Land Use Inventory and the Future Land Use Plan include 

additional land designated for parks on the City’s east side.  The total amount of land 

proposed for Parks in the Master Plan is 295 acres, or 10.5 percent of Big Rapids’ area.  

This is 32 additional acres of parks.  Map 9 shows the City’s parks are located along the 

Muskegon River and in several residential areas. 
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Business Categories 

 

Industrial – This category includes sites where any type of manufacturing process occurs.  

Industries can include those that produce various emissions in the process (smoke, odor, 

noise, light, vibrations, etc.) or those that do not produce emissions detectable to 

surrounding areas – such as the assembly of parts shipped from other facilities.   

 

Changes between the Existing Land Use Inventory and the Future Land Use Plan include 

the conversion of some vacant areas on the City’s east side to industrial uses. 

 

The total amount of land proposed for Industrial uses in the Master Plan is 193 acres, or 

6.9 percent of the City, which is an additional seven acres of industrial land.  Map 9 

shows industrial sites primarily on the east side of the Muskegon River. 

 

Commercial – This category includes retail and wholesale businesses, business and 

professional services, personal services, and other businesses that provide goods or 

services to the general public.  The category includes any buildings associated with the 

land use, as well as surrounding land, outdoor structures, parking areas, access areas, and 

other related areas.   

 

Changes between the Existing Land Use Inventory and the Future Land Use Plan include 

the addition of several vacant areas on the City’s west side to commercial, as well as the 

conversion of several other areas of vacant land to commercial. 

 

The total amount of land proposed for Commercial uses in the Master Plan is 258 acres, 

or 9.2 percent of the City’s area.  This is an increase of 20 acres.  Map 9 shows 

commercial use focused on Perry Street, State Street, the City’s Downtown, and in areas 

on the east side of the Muskegon River.  

 

Mixed Use – The intent of this category is to encourage higher density development 

along the Muskegon River that will appeal to people seeking an attractive place to live; 

this includes commercial services that can enhance the quality of life of residents.  Higher 

density housing such as 2-4 unit residential and apartment complexes could provide 

adequate density to help support limited commercial businesses, but businesses would 

also need to attract people from outside of the nine-acre area to succeed.    

 

Focus Areas  

 

The following eight focus areas require the input of the Planning Commission, property 

owners, residents, businesses and organizations, and neighboring land uses.  This plan 

recommends that a committee is established for each focus area to address the need for 

any changes to zoning necessary and to determine the best approach for advancing each 

of the areas.  The focus areas are identified on Map 9.    
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Focus Area One 

 

This area, located in the northeast portion of the City, is currently vacant and zoned for 

residential uses.  It is currently surrounded by a variety of other residential uses including 

a mobile home park to the west, single family residential to the south and north, and an 

apartment complex in the northwest corner.  This plan recommends changing the current 

zoning to allow for lower density residential uses. 

 

Table 19:  Future Land Use Distribution 

Land Use Category Existing Future Acreage 

Change 

from 

2009 

Acreage % Acreage % 

Residential      

Single Family Residential 619 22.1 768 27.4 +149 

Two-Four Unit Residential 39 1.4 39 1.4 0 

Apartment Complex 79 2.8 85 3.0 +6 

Mobile Home Parks 48 1.7 50 1.8 +2 

Total 785 28.0 948 33.9 +163 

Public and Quasi-Public Categories      

Government 55 2.0 49 1.8 -6 

Schools 71 2.5 71 2.5 0 

Churches 60 2.1 60 2.1 0 

Ferris State University 482 17.2 482 17.2 0 

City & State Park 263 9.4 295 10.5 +32 

Total 931 33.3 957 34.2 +26 

Business Categories      

Industrial 186 6.6 193 6.9 +7 

Commercial 238 8.5 258 9.2 +20 

Total 424 15.1 454 16.2 +30 

Mixed Use (Residential and 

Commercial) 

0 0.0 9 0.3 +9 

Vacant 219 7.8 0 0.0 -219 

Other (Streets, Roads, Water) 441 15.8 441 15.8 0 

Total 2,800 100.0 2,800 100.0 0 

Source:  City of Big Rapids; West Michigan Regional Planning Commission 

 

Focus Area Two 

 

This area, also located in the northeast portion of the City, is currently vacant and zoned 

for residential uses.  It is currently surrounded by a variety of other residential uses 

including an apartment complex on the southern end, and single family housing to the 

north and south.  The area to the west is currently vacant.  The area to the east, located in 

Big Rapids Township, is also vacant, but planned for single family residential.  This plan 

recommends changing the current zoning to allow for lower density residential.   
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Focus Area Three 

 

This area, located on the east side of the Muskegon River, is currently owned by the City 

and used for low impact uses such as composting.  It is surrounded by the Muskegon 

River to the west and M-20/3rd Avenue to the east.  Commercial and vacant areas are 

located across M-20/3rd Avenue.  This plan recommends changing the current zoning to 

allow for commercial uses such as restaurants and/or office space.   

 

Focus Area Four 

 

This area, located on the west side of the Muskegon River, is a mixed use area that 

includes single family residential, 2-4 unit residential, some commercial and government, 

and a park.  The area is surrounded by the Muskegon River to the east, M-20/Maple 

Street to the south, the downtown to the west, and parkland to the north.  This plan 

recommends changing the current zoning to allow for preserving the historic flavor of the 

area.   

 

Focus Area Five 

 

This small area, located on the City’s west side, is a mixed use area that includes single 

family residential and 2-4 unit residential.  It is surrounded by other residential uses and 

commercial land uses.  This plan recommends changing the current zoning to allow for 

lower density residential.   

    

Focus Area Six 

 

This small area, also located on the City’s west side, is a mixed use area that includes 

single family residential, apartments, and 2-4 unit residential.  It is surrounded by other 

residential uses and commercial land uses.  This plan recommends changing the current 

zoning to allow for preserving the historic character of the area.   

 

Focus Area Seven 

 

This area, located in the heart of the City, is a mixed use area that includes Spectrum 

Health Big Rapids Hospital, Riverview Elementary School, some commercial uses, and 

single family housing.  The area is surrounded by single family residential uses and 

parkland.  This plan recommends developing an overlay zone that will allow the hospital 

to continue serving the residents of Big Rapids and Mecosta County in its current 

location. 

    

Focus Area Eight 

 

This focus area, located between State Street and the west side of the Muskegon River 

recognizes that the area is better suited to emphasizing the river and concentrating 

manufacturing in a more appropriate area.  This change was initiated by the removal of 

an industrial building, followed by storm-damage to another adjacent manufacturer – as 
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reconstruction of the Baldwin Street Bridge and other street and utility improvements to 

the area occurred.  The City would like to promote the area for mixed use development 

including a variety of residential and commercial uses.  Since mixed-use is a new 

direction for the City, it is going to look at a variety of options before committing to a 

final decision.   
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CONCLUSIONS 

 

There are several conclusions the City of Big Rapids can draw from undertaking this 

update of its Master Planning Process in 2017 as well as the complete planning process in 

2009.  The first and most important conclusion is that Big Rapids is a great place with a 

wide variety of strengths.  Closely related to this conclusion is that the residents of Big 

Rapids care very deeply for their community and want to see it thrive in the future.  

Residents know that the success of their community relies on a wide range of issues – 

some that the City is able to control, some that it can influence, and some that are clearly 

outside of the City’s capacity to influence or control. 

 

The City and its residents can control the way development occurs through planning and 

zoning.  The City can influence the appearance of the City by making investments and 

establishing and enforcing ordinances.  The City can plan for the maintenance and 

improvement of its necessary infrastructure and initiate creative ways to fund these 

operations.  The City can provide staff that addresses the many needs of a community – 

from administrative staff to public safety officials and road maintenance crews.   

 

When it comes to issues that the City cannot control, but can influence, more cooperation 

and coordination is necessary.  The City can work with businesses to help ensure their 

success.  The City of Big Rapids can work with Ferris State University to ensure the 

mutual success of both institutions.  The City can work with the Big Rapids Public 

Schools, Spectrum Health Big Rapids Hospital, Mecosta County government, and the 

surrounding townships to work towards common goals.  Additionally, while the City can 

direct its citizens to maintain their homes and property and to be good citizens – it is 

ultimately an individual choice that the City can only encourage.  

As for issues that influence the City but that the City has no control over – the City can 

strive to identify and develop ways to work around these issues.  Michigan’s economy is 

one example of an outside influence that the City cannot control – but by diversifying the 

City’s employment base it can reduce the impacts of the State’s economy.  The cost of 

fuel is another example – but by providing affordable transit and maintaining a compact 

and walkable community the City provides opportunities for residents to be less reliant 

on their automobiles.  The funding challenges facing Michigan’s communities is another 

outside influence – but by carefully evaluating what is important and developing creative 

ways to fund the important actions the City can succeed.  During the update process, it 

became very apparent that developing population projections for the City difficult due to 

the large influence of Ferris State University and the recent trend of private developers 

targeting the student population (oftentimes outside of the City’s limits).  Growth trends 

in 2009 turned to decreases in 2017.      

 

A community that takes the time to honestly evaluate itself and that develops a preferred 

vision will be better able to tackle the many challenges that all communities face.  Part of 

this commitment includes constantly evaluating the planning process and never feeling 

that the community has reached its peak.  






























































































































































































































































